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THE THIRTY-EIGHTH GEORGE ELIOT MEMORIAL LECTURE, 2009
Delivered by Giles Foster
A Loss for Words
A loss for words ... 1 am genuinely lost for words in my admiration of the novels but the title
of today's talk is intended to dig a bit below the surface of simple enjoyment and highlight
some of the differences - strengths and weaknesses - between novels and adaptations. What
words alone can and can't do. What a film adaptation can achieve and omit. What a stage
version can offer. And we should not forget other experiences of encountering books - a mother
reading to children, a radio or audio tape reading.
A few years ago there was a lot of discussion about the death of the novel. 'People just aren't
reading books any more' was an often heard (or read) sentiment. 1 always disagreed because at
least in my little world which includes a daily journey by train and tube into London there has
always been a high proportion of passengers with their noses in books.
1 love to see someone totally immersed in reading, wrapped up in their own world. You are
happy for them - the peace, the opportunity for imaginative 'travel in the mind'. And on a
crowded train if you are standing you may look over their shoulder and be rather curious and
a little jealous of what they are reading.
The experience of reading a novel is different in so many ways from the experience of
watching a film. And any adaptation, particularly of a book that is as well known and loved as
Adam Bede, will always invite criticism - 'I thought he was totally miscast'; 'She would never
have had her hair like that'; 'I hated the music'; 'It's just not how 1 imagined it'.
We all have - and are absolutely entitled to voice - our reactions. But a film adaptation, like a
stage adaptation, of a novel must keep faith with the book but must also not be hide-bound or
over-literal: otherwise the spirit of the original can easily be lost. And in saying that, there will
always be compromises. The reader forms a potent picture in his mind of what the characters
and places are like - a total world. He has favourite bits and less favourite bits - so any
adaptation is almost certain to disappoint in some way or other.
You lose some: you gain some. A novel as complex and dense as Adam Bede is - by definition
- full of words so that any summary, any boiling down, is a loss of words. MyoId Penguin
copy runs to 530 pages (I'm counting the text only, not the Introduction or Appendix) which at
about 480 words to the page makes over a quarter of a million words! Maggie Wadey's
screenplay for the film is designed to run just over ninety minutes (I defy anyone to read the
book that quickly) and is about 10,000 words.
No wonder you have to lose some. Let's not beat about the bush, you lose a LOT. But the
inevitable loss of words and even scenes and characters does not necessarily always mean less
intensity of the experience of entering the author's mind and sensibility.
This discussion goes back even further to the whole notion of what a novel is. How it is a
representation of 'life', a satisfying, challenging, illuminating perspective on the human
condition. Big stuff - but we ignore it at our peril. It is the difference between what the Cornish
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call 'proper' and something a bit ordinary. A proper novel- or film or play - is one which deals
with important themes properly, though not necessarily always seriously. A work of art with a
heart.
At the heart of the story of Adam Bede is a triangular love affair. Two young men: the carpenter
Adam Bede and the squire Arthur Donnithorne competing for the love of the beautiful
dairymaid Hetty Sorrel. A triangle that leads to tragedy. And the screenplay for the film from
which I am going to show excerpts makes the bold decision to tell - or rather to tease - the
audience by showing some of the end and then going back to the beginning and telling the story
in flashback.
Adam Bede is, of course, about many things but the incidents and moral discussions that are so
much a part of the novel come out of the story of the love of Adam for Hetty and the infatuation
of Hetty with Arthur. The dark consequences of these relationships are at the heart of the
narrative, coupled with the very real, bright and positive alternatives posed by Dinah who is
ultimately the embodiment of true love and lasting happiness.

So what was the starting point for George Eliot? As I am sure you know, she describes it in her
Journals. She was sitting, talking at Griff with her Methodist aunt, Elizabeth Evans, who told
her the real story of a girl who killed her baby and was condemned to be hanged, refusing to
admit her guilt. But in prison she was visited by George Eliot's aunt and other Methodist
ministers and lay members and - apparently through their prayers and exhortations - came to
confess, express penitence, and make peace with herself and God. Accompanied by the aunt
and others, the poor girl went to the gallows thanking her executioner and praising her Lord.
To George Eliot's aunt this was clearly a traumatic experience but even more it was seen as an
ennobling example of the power of prayer, faith, repentance and forgiveness.
This film adaptation takes as its cue Eliot's first starting point for writing - that is, the Hetty
story - and starts the film with Hetty in court, then tells the story in flashback. The novel
chooses to follow a more chronological narrative - starting with the workshop and introducing
Dinah and the Poyser scenes before describing Hetty - and we should consider the pros and
cons of each approach.
Let's look at the opening of the film. Remember that there are only 100 minutes of the
audience's time available - unlike the time taken to read nearly 500 pages of print. Also bear
in mind that it is devised to attract a general television audience many of whom will be
unfamiliar with the novel. And so it employs the devices of concise, dramatic story telling on
film to hook the audience and establish the different characters and situations as rapidly as
possible.
Film excerpt 1
The opening title sequence. A girl (Hetty) is roughly manhandled out of a prison cell. A woman
(Dinah) rushes towards a sinister castle prison. She is allowed through the frightening
portcullis and visits the girl, comforts her. A court room. A sentence of guilty is pronounced on
the girl. She is identified as Hester Sorrel and is sentenced to be hanged. People in court call
out in shock. A distraught Adam is restrained by Rev. Irwine.
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The titles end as we go back in time. Adam is completing carpentry work on a framed
embroidery picture for Mrs Poyser. Her young children look on. As does Hetty, pretty in red
and eating a ripe raspberry pip-by-pip. Adam cannot take his eyes off her. Adam says goodbye
to the Poysers at the door of the farm. Mr and Mrs Poyser speak of marriage and tell Hetty
how good a match Adam would be but the girl, 'no better than a peacock', is absorbed with
looking at her own reflection.
On the village green Dinah's preaching is interrupted by Adam's drunken father Thias and
observed by the Rev. [rwine. Adam and his brother Seth are embarrassed.
Seth would like to propose to Dinah but she is wedded to her work and beliefs.
The Bedes' workshop and house by the stream are established and Lisbeth sets the scene,
explaining the family background and pointing out the folly of Adam s interest in the flighty
Hetty.
So we have it - fast. Girl condemned to die; distraught man. Then back to him in happier times
smitten by the beautiful girl. The social setting - the Poyser household established. Strong
images of accusation, judgement, fear, loss and love finishing on an image of the vain young
girl - a ripe fruit waiting to be picked - admiring her own reflection. Then, by way of total
contrast, Dinah and her world are introduced and simultaneously Thias Bede and the Reverend
Irwine. Then Seth and Dinah together. And after that the workshop and Lisbeth.
In less than ten minutes, the film has set up two of the main characters and three subsidiary
ones.
So, on to Arthur Donnithome and his meeting with Hetty in the dairy. Here it would be hard to
better Eliot with dialogue. It is Eliot's words straight from the book but cut down for economy
and to allow the actors, camera and locations to speak to the audience as well. It is a highly
charged scene, verbally and visually (crucial to have a chemistry between the actors) and a
scene that also gives another chance to show Mrs Poyser and Totty.
The set and staging are unashamedly romantic, the stuff of Victorian genre painting with a
tempo to the camera work and editing of increasingly big close ups that is very much the stuff
of film romance.
Film excerpt 2
Arthur and [rwine visit the Poysers'farm and Arthur insists on visiting the dairy where Hetty
is making the butter. Meanwhile [rwine questions Dinah about her preaching. Arthur flirts with
Hetty who is not averse to thinly veiled invitations to walk in the Chase. Arthur spoils Totty with
a gift of coins as Hetty looks on seductively and Mrs Poyser 'runs on'.

We have set up the Hetty/Arthur temptation and already we know there's trouble in store with
the Rev. Irwine's warnings falling on deaf ears. The adaptation now takes us through a
truncated version of Eliot's description of the powerful and contrary feelings of the three
participants in the triangle: Arthur's temptation, Adam's simple trust in his childhood friend
and the overwhelming attraction between Hetty and Arthur.
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Arthur, indecisive, decides not to go fishing and rides off across the estate. A sequence of horseriding intercut with Hetty at her sewing, a temptress suffused with anticipation.

This is faithful to Eliot but also allows for what I would call pure romantic film narrative,
dependent as much on pictures as dialogue - 'lush' photography is what the critics often call it
- supported by a full orchestral score and giving time for the audience (like that reader on the
train) to think through the emotions, and morality, of what is happening.
In the golden afternoon light, Arthur meets Adam in the harvest field.

As Adam and Arthur part after a scene loaded with buried emotion and innuendo we have
another moment to ponder as we take in the harvest images before the temptress appears; the
lady in red, smiling through the cornfield, pure pastoral.
Adam sees Hetty crossing the field.

Then we are taken into a lyrical passage where Hetty is seduced both by the grandness of the
big house and then by Arthur. Inevitable, charged. At first, the story is told almost entirely in
pictures. Then, when dialogue comes, it is Eliot's: economical, teasing, taking us straight to the
heart of the scene.
Arthur and Hetty meet in the woods and kiss as they part.

This sequence we have just seen is a gift to the film maker where the actors, camera and setting
can draw us into a close-up intimacy with the situation that is very different from the
experience of reading, or watching a play. It is something that it may well be useful to touch
on in questions later.
Arthur's seduction of Hetty (or, more accurately, their joint infatuation) contrasts dramatically
with Adam's touchingly naive but genuine approach, his proposal of marriage placed tragically
just after Hetty discovers she is pregnant.

Film excerpt 3
Hetty tells Mr Poyser that she wants to leave home and become a ladies' maid. Mrs Poyser,
disappointed in the girl whose 'heart's as cold as a pebble' ,fears - almost with a premonition
- that the linen she is storing up for Hetty's future wedding is a waste of time.
Adam, betrayed by Arthur and unconvinced by his friend's aristocratic assurances, comes to
the dairy full of plans and hopes for marrying Hetty but it is no longer the warm, glowing
bucolic idyll that we saw when Arthur visited the butter-maid. It is raining and grey, the
lighting deliberately monochrome, and Hetty is in despair while Adam totally misreads the
situation.
So all the seeds of tragedy have been sown - passion, ambition, love and betrayal.
But what of Dinah? Time today hasn't allowed us to follow through her role in the first part of
the story: her devoted preaching, her kindness to Adam's mother Lisbeth. And Dinah's role in
the story is part of a much larger question that, again, we may want to take up in questions later.
But in any case it is in the second half of this adaptation that she comes into her own, starting
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with Adam's visit to her 'up North'. He thinks that Hetty has gone there to fetch Dinah back to
Adam and Hetty's wedding whereas Hetty has run away, desperately looking for Arthur, only
to find that his regiment has been posted to Ireland.
Film excerpt 4
Little Totty hopes to be a bridesmaid as she watches Adam set off on the long walk up hill and
down dale to the snowy North.
Adam's meeting with Dinah is in one sense a straightforward 'information' scene. Visually
simple too: the chapel, the singing and a 'plain' quality to emphasise the bleakness. But it is
dramatically powerful in Adam's dreadful realization.
The camera follows Hetty's lonely journey through a snowy landscape as Adam searches for
her without success.
We move on through Adam's shock that Hetty has had a child; his outrage at Arthur; and
Irwine's wise fatherly support of Adam in this crisis. Briefly there is space for the Poysers' hurt
and outrage and then we have caught up with ourselves; we are back where the film started, in
court, where the evidence is movingly presented in what are virtually monologues by the
witnesses. And the dreadful sentence is passed.
So, we are quite near the end of the story, the end of the film. But there are still questions to be
asked: questions about any adaptation and specific questions about adapting Adam Bede.
Compared with the original novel: What have we lost? How much texture, nuance, detail,
philosophy, moral questioning? How many of those wonderful words that we savoured and
digested have gone, how have the images in the reader's head been changed and modified. But
we also have to ask ourselves what we have gained: the magic of a newly visualized world with
'real', moving, speaking beings (albeit actors pretending to be people). And seeing them on a
screen or on stage in a limited period of time with all the pleasures of music, design AND often - an audience to share the emotions as a group experience.
In the end it's a false comparison. The novel and the film are such different mediums. What
any dramatization must seek to do is represent, RE-present the elements of the original in as
honest and truthful a way as possible but not be frightened of going to places that the novel
CANNOT go.
A film or stage version of Adam Bede should leave us with a grateful and illuminating sense
of the power and wisdom of the original - and also not forgetting the simple pleasure of
immersion in another world.
The novel takes us through the step by step detail of the court, the prison and the journey to the
gallows but the novel also departs from the tale told by Eliot's aunt and allows Hetty to be
saved from the rope and reprieved in a last minute appearance by Arthur. Eliot, originally a
philosophic writer rather than a creative novelist, now in her first full-length novel was wise
enough to use just as much of the original idea as suited her.
The next excerpt looks at the ending from the moment when we see Hetty in prison.
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Film excerpt 5

Hetty describes what she did, she was 'struck like a stone with/ear'. Adam forgives her and
they kiss for the first and last time. Accompanied by Dinah, Hetty is taken by cart to the gallows
and then Arthur and a magistrate intervene with news of the reprieve. Hetty is taken away to
be transported to Australia and Adam, Arthur and Dinah exchange looks.

The film stays with the book until we see that Hetty is spared and then wraps things up with
the final 'getting together' of Adam and Dinah. In this respect it keeps faith with one of the
main aims of the novel: Eliot's assertion of the power of forgiveness and the strength of
redemptive love. But it does not go quite as far in time or emotion as the novel which dwells
at length on the protracted discussions between Adam and Dinah - really a long proposal
leading to a beautifully described wedding with all 'the bells and whistles'. And also with what
you might call - in commercial terms - a real Hollywood ending! And even after all that Eliot
cannot resist her own romantic coda- don't forget that for all her intellectual strenuousness she
was capable of writing to her publisher that 'Adam Bede will be full of the breath of cows and
the scent of hay'. So in the novel we get an epilogue where Adam and Dinah are happily
married with children, Seth is a kindly uncle and Arthur is recovering from fever. For reasons
of time the film chooses to wrap things up a good bit faster than this so - before we get into
questions that this talk may have raised - let's finish by looking at the final scenes of this
particular adaptation.
Film excerpt 6

Mrs Poyser tries to make Dinah stay but she is resolved to go to the workshop and say goodbye
to Adam. Adam makes another attempt at a sort of proposal and indeed Dinah is in two minds
whether to keep faith with her calling or acknowledge that the flesh is weak and yield to the
possibility of a life with Adam. Two people who can't see they are made for each other: until
the redoubtable Lisbeth puts Adam straight and he chases after Dinah, catching up with her in
a poppy field. They kiss and we know that they are to stay together.

Film ends
The Question and Answer session after the lecture raised points on a wide number of
interesting topics including appropriateness of casting; use of music, locations and costumes;
influences and pressures on Eliot in writing; audience demographics and differing experiences
of viewing and reading.
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